Usability Testing

After completing the CrystalWeb site in Phase 2 of the project, we then took the site to usability testing. The primary goal of the usability test was gauge the ease of use and navigability of the website and to make improvements to its usability accordingly in the final stage of the project. The usability test was conducted in the Usability Testing Room at the MIT Information Services & Technology Center with the assistance of Joanne Straggas and Lee Ridgway on November 2, 2005. 
Since our target audiences are college students seeking information on crystallography, we asked a second-year MIT student to be our usability tester. The tester had taken the introductory chemistry class (3.091 Introduction to Solid-State Chemistry) as a freshman, but has since forgotten much of the material from the class. Since our usability tester background matches that of a typical user of the site, results from the usability test genuinely reflects the website’s ease of use. 

We asked the tester to perform various tasks on the CrystalWeb site that mimic those that would be done by the typical target audience. Our user profile was the following: 

You are a student in Materials Science and Engineering, and you just spent your summer after freshman year biking around Europe. Coming back for sophomore year, you have enrolled in a class that deals with crystallography.  Unfortunately, you can't quite remember many of the concepts that you learned in 3.091, Introduction to Solid State Chemistry. Your professor just gave you a take home quiz to review what you should already know.  Since you sold all of your books, you browse the web and find a site called "CrystalWeb"; you decide to give it a try with your quiz. 

There were three main types of tasks that the tester was asked to perform. First, the tester was asked to find general information pertinent to crystallography such as the Bragg equation, Fourier transforms, and common methods for determining crystal structures. Second, the tester was asked to explore specific crystal structures by using the crystal database. The user was required to either browse the database to find or use the search feature to find the specific crystal structure asked. Third, the tester was asked to try to download the crystal structure software package to his/her personal computer. Since the software package allows users to create their crystals from their own personal computer, we wanted to ensure that the necessary download instructions and system requirements were clear. 
Results of the usability test were quite positive. The user had little trouble navigating through the site. The tester transitioned easily between the subsections of the site using the navigation bars across the top of the page. The tester tended to restart at the home page when lost and then proceeded logically using the navigation. The tasks were complete quite quickly and the tester thought each task was easy to accomplish (a score of 3 on a scale of -3 to 3). The success of the usability test indicated that the site structure was fundamentally sound. 
We made several important observations during the usability test. First, one of the most important features of the site, the rotatable crystals, did not have any captions that indicated to the user that the crystal structure can be reoriented by dragging the mouse over it. Our tester however was able to perform the task even without the instructions. Second, we noted a number of improvements that we could make such as integrating the glossary terms into the text. 
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